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Memorandum 
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From: Katy Cole, Andrew Scher, Jon Stanton  

Subject: Infill Areas in Unincorporated San Diego County  

SD21-0407 

Introduction 

The County of San Diego is exploring how infill development will influence the process for 
evaluating transportation VMT impacts consistent with CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3: 
Determining the Significance of Transportation Impacts. On September 27, 2013, Governor Jerry 
Brown signed Senate Bill 743 (“SB 743”) into law changing the impact criteria for transportation 
impact analysis as part of CEQA compliance. The law and subsequent updates to the CEQA 
Guidelines Section 15064.3 eliminates automobile delay as a basis for determining significant 
impacts under CEQA. SB 743 includes the following two legislative intent statements: 

1. Ensure that the environmental impacts of traffic, such as noise, air pollution, and safety 
concerns continue to be properly addressed and mitigated through the California 
Environmental Quality Act. 

2. More appropriately balance the needs of congestion management with statewide goals 
related to infill development, promotion of public health through active transportation, 
and reduction of GHG emissions.  

As part of the implementation of SB 743, the California Attorney General’s Office of Planning and 
Research (OPR) produced the Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA 
(December 2018). The technical advisory contains suggestions on evaluating transportation 
impacts including information on when a VMT analysis is necessary and suggestions on 
characteristics of projects that can be screened from performing analysis. In consideration of SB 
743’s legislative intent related to infill development and the OPR information about screening 
projects that meet various characteristics, the County set out to understand the locations within 
the unincorporated area that may be considered an infill location. This information could be used 
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to help inform the VMT transportation analysis either as a simple project consideration or to help 
with future county planning efforts.  

 To understand what may be considered “infill development” in the unincorporated areas of San 
Diego County we evaluated multiple land use and transportation network variables to create a 
quantitative definition for “infill development” in the County.   The following sections summarize a 
methodology for selecting values that define infill development and reflect the intent of the law.  

Qualitative Definitions of “Infill” Development 
To identify areas where new development would be largely considered as “infill”, the term “infill” 
must be defined, then quantitative values set that would meet the definition of infill. 

Infill development patterns have been studies for decades by researchers and each research study 
and paper has provided varying definitions for “infill” development. Developing Site Plan 
Standards for Infill (Center for Urban Policy Research, Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & 
Public Policy Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey New Brunswick, New Jersey) provides a 
summary the wide variety of definitions for “infill” as shown on Exhibit 1:
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Exhibit 1: Excerpt from Developing Site Plan Standards for Infill (Center for Urban Policy Research, Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & 
Public Policy Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey New Brunswick, New Jersey)
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Infill development is defined by OPR as “…building within unused and underutilized lands within 
existing development patterns, typically but not exclusively within urban areas.” (OPR)1. A 
definition for Infill is also codified in California’s Public Resources Code (PRC) §21061.3:  

“Infill site” means a site in an urbanized area that meets either of the following 
criteria: 

(a) The site has not been previously developed for urban uses and both of the 
following apply: 

(1) The site is immediately adjacent to parcels that are developed with qualified 
urban uses, or at least 75 percent of the perimeter of the site adjoins parcels that 
are developed with qualified urban uses, and the remaining 25 percent of the site 
adjoins parcels that have previously been developed for qualified urban uses. 

(2) No parcel within the site has been created within the past 10 years unless the 
parcel was created as a result of the plan of a redevelopment agency. 

(b) The site has been previously developed for qualified urban uses.2 

Both definitions refer to development of unused land or redevelopment of land within urban 
areas. Therefore, if urban areas can be geographically defined within the Unincorporated County, 
most development within those geographic areas would meet the above standards of having 
adjacent urban uses and be considered infill. In addition, “urban areas” as referenced by OPR are 
referring the US Census Bureau’s definition of infill. For the 2020 Census, the following 
documentation is provided on the definition of urban:  

The Census Bureau proposes to begin the delineation process by identifying and 
aggregating contiguous census blocks each having a housing unit density of at least 385 
housing units per square mile. This aggregation of continuous census blocks would be 
known as the “initial urban area core.” The initial urban area core must encompass at least 
385 housing units (consistent with the requirement for at least 1,000 people in the 2010 
criteria).3 

 

 
1 OPR: https://opr.ca.gov/planning/land-use/infill-development/ 
2 PRC §21061.3: 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&sectionNum=21061.3 
3 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/19/2021-03412/urban-areas-for-the-2020-census-

proposed-criteria#p-44  

https://opr.ca.gov/planning/land-use/infill-development/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&sectionNum=21061.3
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/19/2021-03412/urban-areas-for-the-2020-census-proposed-criteria#p-44
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/19/2021-03412/urban-areas-for-the-2020-census-proposed-criteria#p-44
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Early efforts to define urban areas began with characterizing urban sprawl in the 1990’s (Pendall 
1999)4, but the first literature that considered a comprehensive set of variables to define urban 
areas was Cervero & Kockelman (1997) who developed the ‘3 D’s’; Density, Diversity, and Design. 
The 3 D’s included such built environment variables as population density, mix of land uses, and 
the design of infrastructure (such as street intersection density)5. These would be updated by 
Ewing and Cervero (2010) to 5 D’s; adding Destination accessibility and Distance to transit6. The 5 
D’s have become the framework for subsequent literature which has further refined and added 
variables that compose each of the D’s. 

Defining places was further refined by Salon (2015)7 and Frost (2018)8. For example, Salon (2015) 
defined places such as: Central City, Urban, Suburban, Rural-in-Urban, and Rural Places. Many 
variables representing the built environment were collected based on their relationship and 
aggregated into key ‘factors’ representing the ‘Ds’. 

Creating Quantitative Values for Infill 
The analysis to develop an infill definition and criteria was based on the socioeconomic data from 
the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) Activity-Based Model (ABM) Series 13. The 
socioeconomic data is provided by traffic analysis zone (TAZ). The core concept of the three ‘Ds’ 
and factors provides a framework for selecting appropriate variables and setting thresholds based 
on the literature. The following data was compiled into maps and evaluated as part of the process 
to define infill: 

• Population density 
• Housing density 
• Employment density 
• Intersection density 
• Access to jobs within a 15 mile radius 
• Access to shopping/restaurants within a one-mile radius 

 
4 Pendall, R. (1999). Do land-use controls cause sprawl? Environment and Planning B: Planning and Design, 
26(4), 555–571. https://doi.org/10.1068/b260555 
5 Cervero, R., & Kockelman, K. (1997). Travel demand and the 3Ds: Density, diversity, and design. 
Transportation Research Part D: Transport and Environment, 2(3), 199–219. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1361-
9209(97)00009-6 
6 Ewing, R., & Cervero, R. (2010). Travel and the Built Environment: A Meta-Analysis. Journal of the American 

Planning Association, 76(3), 265–294. https://doi.org/10.1080/01944361003766766 
7 Salon, D. (2015). Heterogeneity in the relationship between the built environment and driving: Focus on 
neighborhood type and travel purpose. Research in Transportation Economics, 52, 34–45. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2015.10.008 
8 Frost, A. R. (2017).  Quantifying the sustainability performance of urban form in California / by Alexander 
Rijiro Frost. San Diego State University. 
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Maps of all metrics that were studied as part of defining the infill definition are attached as 
Figures 1-13.  

Based on review of each of these maps and the literature review, the following data was 
considered the largest predictor for “infill” and the specific criteria for each is defined as follows:  

1. Household density. Household density above 385 housing units/square mile was 
selected based on the US Census definition for urban area.9 Household density fulfills the 
density factor. Figure 1 below (and attached in higher resolution) shows Household 
Density above 385 units/square mile in the Unincorporated County. 

  

 
9 https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2021-03412/p-44 

Figure 1: Household Density in Unincorporated San Diego County 

https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2021-03412/p-44
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2. Intersection density. Intersection density above 128 intersections/square mile matches 
Frost (2018) average value for ‘Urban Places’7. Intersection density fulfills the design 
factor. Figure 2 below (and attached in higher resolution) shows Intersection Density 
above 128 intersections/square mile in the Unincorporated County. 

  

Figure 2: Intersection Density in Unincorporated San Diego County 
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3. Jobs Accessibility.  
Job Accessibility of 12.73 is the average value for local employment accessibility in Salon 
(2014).6 Jobs accessibility is measured as an inverse distance-weighted sum of jobs within 
a 5-mile radius. The current variable used for jobs accessibility for Unincorporated County 
areas uses an inverse distance-weighted sum for areas within a 15-mile radius. Jobs 
accessibility fulfills the destination accessibility factor, and more broadly the diversity 
factor. Figure 3 shows Jobs Accessibility above 12.73 in the Unincorporated County. 

These variables, while limited compared to the number used in literature, are appropriate in 
representing the core aspects of the three D’s and are among the largest contributing variables to 
their respective factors. Using the above metrics and cutoff values for Unincorporated County 
areas creates a narrow selection of geographic areas that are visually and intuitively associated 
with urban development. Development in dense areas with high job accessibility support the 
three D’s, leading to more diversity in land use, demand for multimodal infrastructure, and shorter 
vehicle trips which reduce greenhouse gasses. 

Figure 1: Jobs Accessibility in Unincorporated San Diego County 
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Results 
Applying Infill Values 

The above values were used to categorize Traffic Analysis Zones (TAZs) in the Unincorporated 
County. Out of 1,104 TAZs that lie within the Unincorporated areas of the County, 138 meet the 
above criteria for household density, intersection density, and jobs accessibility. Figure 4 shows a 
map of TAZs that meet the thresholds for urban places and infill in blue. 

 

Figure 2: Infill Areas in the Unincorporated San Diego County 

The areas that meet the infill definition generally align with intuitive concepts of urban areas. 
These locations are close to incorporated cities and within the sphere of development for 
urbanized San Diego. Specifically, core areas of Fallbrook, San Dieguito, Bonsall, Ramona (along 
Main Street), Lakeside, Valle De Oro, Spring Valley, Alpine, and Sweetwater all meet the definition.  

These areas meet the household and intersection density requirements, indicating a certain level 
of development and compactness to development. There is reasonable access to jobs, and jobs 
are close enough to be potentially accessible to alternative modes of transportation. Further, 
developments that occur in these areas would likely meet definitions of infill – being adjacent to 
urban uses or located in an area with majority urban uses.  

Other Considerations 

The analysis looked at a variety of other considerations as follows: 
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• Are there infill areas in high fire hazard areas? – Figure 5 displays the results of 
overlaying the fire severity with the infill areas based on the definition in this technical 
memorandum. The majority of infill areas are outside of high and very high fire severity 
zones.  

• How do the infill areas align with Senate Bill 9 Urbanized Areas? – Figure 6 displays 
the results of overlaying the SB 9 Urbanized Areas with the infill areas based on the 
definition in this technical memorandum. All infill areas fall within the SB 9 Urbanized 
Areas, with the exception of one small area within the Valley Center Community Plan. SB 
9 is legislation that was signed into law on September 16, 2021 that allows for the 
ministerial approval of housing applications that split a parcel into two separate parcels, 
each parcel with 2 residential units under specific conditions. For housing proposals in an 
unincorporated area, the development must be located within a US Census Bureau 
Urbanized Area.  

• How do the infill areas align with SB 330 Affected Census Designated Places 
(CDPs)? – Figure 7 displays the results of overalying the SB 330 Affected CDPs with the 
infill the infill areas based on the definition in this technical memorandum. Many of the 
infill areas fall within the SB 330 Affected CDPs, with the exception of infill designations in 
Fallbrook, Bonsall, Valley Center, North County Metro, San Dieguito, Ramona, Lakeside, 
and Spring Valley. SB 330 is legislation that was signed into law on October 9, 2019 and 
makes changes to the Permit Streamlining Act and the Housing Accountability Act and 
establishes the Housing Crisis Act.  

• Are there other options for expanding and “smoothing” out the infill areas? – The 
County team was curious to explore other options for displaying the infill areas to smooth 
out the results and provide a larger infill context. Fehr & Peers and County staff discussed 
two options that are displayed on Figures 14 and 15.  

1. Figure 14 displays an option to include any County Village area that contains an 
infill area. The map shows the original infill areas in blue and the Village area in 
green. 

2. Figure 15 displays an option in include any TAZ that is adjacent to an infill area. 
The map shows the original infill areas in blue and the adjacent TAZs in green. 

Conclusion 
Using the chosen key variables/analysis to define urban places provides a representation of urban 
areas in the Unincorporated County. These variables provide the foundation for defining infill 
locations within the Unincorporated County. With guidance from County counsel, the County 
could use this information to establish a new SB 743 related screening criteria and allow the 
locations to be screened from performing VMT analysis. This would require evidence to support 
the determination that projects in these locations would have a less than significant 
transportation impact and meet the intent of SB 743. Another option is that the County could use 
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this information as a consideration when evaluating a project and use it to help make the case for 
adopting a statement of overriding considerations for a project that has a significant VMT impact. 
Additional County Counsel input is recommended to determine the implications of these options. 
Figure 10: Employment Accessibility by TAZ 
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